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Abstract 
This study investigates the socio-cultural factors hidden in purchase behavior of middle-aged women from the symbolic 
consumption view. Using qualitative research, in-depth interviews with 11 women were conducted. As a result of the interviews, 
the symbols that Turkish women ascribe to clothing are explored and their reflections on s purchase behavior of 
clothes are exposed. Consequently, the symbolic meanings that Turkish women ascribe to the position of women in accordance 
with culture-specific values  are found to be determinants of their purchase behavior.  
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1. Introduction 
Since the beginning of the human history, people consume everyday as an extent of their life. It is impossible to 
live without consumption. From there, consumption could be defined as an obtainment, ownership, use or disposal 
of a product or service to satisfy a need According 
to postmodern consumption theories people consume not only physical utilities of products but also image and 
symbolic meanings of these products. Symbolic meaning is hidden in consumer goods and is needed to construct 
s (Elliot, 1997). Consumers desire transmitting messages that they wish to other 
people via those symbols (Piacentini and Mailer, 2004).  
Given that consumer behavior constitutes an important part of behavioral sciences; its complex nature makes it a 
necessity to study the topic in-depth. Therefore, the goal of the current study is to explore which socio-cultural 
values have an effect on middle- s consumption behavior and learn more about the way they use clothes 
as symbols. 
2. Conceptual Background 
Consumer behavior field handles every different aspect  
1999).  
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The authors suggest that cultural, social and personal factors have different degrees of effects on consumer behavior. 
Firstly, culture shapes people become crucial to understand customer s 
behavior in different cultures. Next, reference groups, family, and social roles and statuses are most influential 
triggers which are categorized as social factors. The third component of consumer behavior is personal factors 
which include age and stage in lifecycle, occupation and economic circumstances, personality and self-concept, and 
lifestyle and values. Among these factors, the most influential one is suggested to be the culture.  
The evolution of the consumer behavior field has been influenced by various disciplines such as psychology and 
anthropology. It is asserted that consumer behavior emerged as a distinct field of study during the 1960s and its 
evolution was shaped by the positivist and the non-positivist paradigms. The positivist paradigm advocates that there 
is one objective truth and it could be disclosed by science. Moreover it encompasses the economic, behavioral, 
cognitive, motivational/trait/attitudinal, and situational perspectives; and all those perspectives are called traditional 
perspectives. On the other hand non- positivist paradigm embraces the interpretive and postmodern perspectives. 
Contrary to positivist paradigm, it refuses the homogenous social culture and defines the world of consumers as 
having complex social and cultural patterns. Besides, non-positivist paradigm argues that consumers construct 
meanings based on unique and shared cultural experiences (Moneesha, 2002).  
1994) argue that the traditional variables used to identify consumer behavior are no longer enough to 
explore the topic. Traditional variables such as demographic characteristics do not change overtime however 
consumers have constantly changing lifestyles and value systems. Moreover, two perspectives aroused to discuss 
both traditional and postmodern (mentioned as constantly changing) variables. First one is micro perspective which 
contains understanding consumer of a specific firm to help it achieve its goals. Second, societal perspective which 
incorporates that consumers have an influential effect on economic and social conditions within a society (Khan, 
2006). From this point of view, in this study societal perspective is adopted to explore the behavior of a specific 
cultural group defined as middle-aged women. 
As mentioned above, non-positivist paradigm suggests that consumers construct meanings. Thus, individuals 
consume products and brands for their symbolic meanings in addition to their functional benefits (Piacentini and 
Mailer, 2004). Assigning a meaning to and examining the effects of socio-cultural factors refer to the postmodern 
theories of consumption. According to postmodern theories (or non-positivist paradigm) of consumption, consumers 
do not consume products for their material utilities anymore but consume the symbolic meaning of those products. 
This symbolic meaning is hidden in they become signs in social lives of consumers 
(Elliot, 1997). According to Baudrillard,  is a sign system beyond satisfying a need. Therefore 
consumption should be handled both as an ideology and a langua
items are consumed but also intangible objects are consumed too. Symbolic consumption is analyzed harder and is 
more complicated. From there, as products and brands are a sign and symbol, the reason behind the symbolic 
consumption could be : 
 To define a status or social class 
 To identify the self and play a role 
 To constitute a social identity and protect it 
 To express himself/herself to others  
 To reflect his/her identity 
Consumers, as individuals, position themselves in a social structure through products they consume. Besides 
natural environment, people also live in a symbolic environment. These symbols help people to fulfill themselves. 
To develop self-identity and communicate with other consumers, people use goods as symbols (Piacentini and 
Mailer, 2004). Therefore consumers assign meanings to products and brands. Examples of symbolic consumption 
could be seen in socially consumed products because consumers are prone to use products that are socially visible to 
other. Thus they can reflect their identity through these products. As well, consumers can use products that they 
attain a symbolic meaning to express their relationship with a particular social group. 
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3. Method  
This research aimed to discover which socio-cultural factors have an effect on Turkish middle- s 
textile product consumption behavior. Because people attribute a variety of social meanings to the clothes, textile 
products (also called as clothes) are chosen as the subject in this research. In consideration of nature of the research 
question and the way of undertaking it, the pattern of this study is phenomenological. Phenomenological approach 
advocates that knowledge   
The phenomenological approach focuses on the phenomenon that we realize but does not have in-depth 
apprehension about. This approach is suitable for the studies that search the facts which are known however could 
not be understood completely. In the phenomenological studies, sources of the data are individuals or groups of 
people who live the phenomenon, and would express or reflect it. To explore the subject, middle-aged women are 
determined as the sample of the study. Typical, easy to reach and criteria sampling methods are used for sampling. 
Twenty women, who attend a manual training, are aimed to be accessed. The reason of selecting middle-aged 
women as a sample is because they gained varied social status throughout their life, and therefore they are thought to 
be rich in socio-cultural values (Creswell, 2007). 
Socio-cultural effects hidden in middle-aged women  clothing consumption behavior are aimed to be explored 
in this study. To achieve this, a semi structured question form was prepared for interviews. To guarantee the data for 
fitness of purpose, a three step interviewing process was applied. In first step, participants were asked to identify 
their environment, daily life and social activities which they carry out within their social environment. In the second 
step, participants were requested to tell about which points they care while purchasing the clothes they would wear 
in the activities within their socio-cultural environment. In the last step, participants were asked why they choose to 
buy the clothes they mentioned before. This question was asked to understand the symbolic meanings that aroused 
-cultural environment.  
In this context, the data collection method was in-depth interviews. In total, 11 in depth interviews were conducted 
between 14th March and 9th April, 2012. Participants were interviewed in manual training and were told about the 
privacy of their interview. Main themes were listed before the interviews. During each interview active listening 
approach was employed in which issues could be discussed deeply. Data were analyzed by content analysis to 
explore the research question. It should be noted that the research is handled as a pilot study. In the light of the 
findings research will be expanded.  
4. Findings 
As a result of interviews, socio-
Turkish culture, women act with different codes while deciding to buy something. Thus, they ascribe many culture-
specific symbols to the clothing. When interviews were analyzed via content analysis, 3 symbolic meanings that 
trigger appearance of this symbolic consumption were identified. After that, two key headings
revealed. Because all interviews were carried out with taking into account of socio-cultural environment, results of 
interviews stated that socio-cultural symbols trigger purchase behavior. For instance, being a mother means that 
woman should behave in good manners since she is a role model for her children. Therefore she thinks she should 
not buy expensive clothes; she should be economical because she is the one who coordinates the family 
expenditures. Also marital status is another very important extent that affects purchase behavior. Most of the 
their clothing style. 
Another problem that a widow faces is that she should be careful not to pay attention to her clothes. Otherwise 
people would label her with being frivolous so she chooses clothes that are not very colorful or low-necked, low-cut. 
In the light of these explanations, results were summarized in the table below. 
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Table 1. The symbols that Turkish women ascribe to the clothes and its reflection on purchase behavior 
Symbolic extent that 
affect purchase behavior 
Symbols Examples from interviews Purchase behavior 
Status within 
family 
-Being a mother 
-Being a wife 
-Being a woman 
Being a role model 
Having a good moral 
character 
Regulatory role of 
woman-trimmer  
Integration of 
perceptions of family and 
personal roles 
*V
s view while clothing  
*Being a mother: children comes 
first while buying clothes 
*Dressing according to her 
 
*Being a role model for children 
and consequently wearing clean and 
new clothes. 
*Essentiality to behave 
economically 
*Being responsible for choosing 
clothes for all family members 
Preferring less costly products 
Catching the discounts 
Avoiding assertive clothes 
Bringing product characteristics in 
the foreground 
Avoiding brand loyalty 
Preferring clothes that are not low-
necked or low-cut and very colorful 
 
Symbols ascribing 
to status within 
society 
-Being a woman 
-Being a middle- 
aged 
-Marital status   
-
Education/Professional 
status 
Having a moral 
character 
Representing the family 
Representing the 
institution 
Being authentic 
Being respectable 
 
*Perceiving grotty dressing as a 
disrespectfulness 
*Perceiving pretty dressing as a 
cleanness and trustworthiness 
* Perceiving wearing too pretty or 
assertive clothes as nasty 
*Choosing clothes in accordance 
with his/her job even in social 
gatherings 
*Wearing suitable to marital status 
(being married, single or widow) 
*Wearing a suitable to be a middle 
aged woman  
Stocking the similar clothes for daily 
life 
Harmonization of occupational and 
spare time (daily) clothes (which means, 
in daily life, wearing clothes that are in 
accordance with occupation) 
 
 
 
Symbols ascribing 
to special areas 
Social activities 
(such as friend 
meetings, trainings) or 
ceremonies (such as 
wedding, business 
s 
gathering) 
Representing family or 
self  
Exhibiting personal 
status 
 
*Selecting special clothes in 
special days 
* Selecting niftier clothes in special 
days 
*Representing a certain group 
(such as family, occupation group) in 
special days 
Allocating more money for special 
day clothes 
Buying branded clothes for special 
days/events 
Paying more attention to trends and 
fashion while buying clothes for special 
days/events 
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5. Discussion 
In this study it is understood that middle-aged Turkish woman overrate her status in family and her position in 
society more than her individual choice. A Turkish woman firstly considers her role such as being a mother, a wife, 
a widow. Then she chooses her clothes suitable with these roles. This fact is the main culture-specific result of the 
study. Turkish women ascribe meanings to clothes in three broad areas. These are the roles in family, the roles in 
society, and the roles in special areas. s consumption behaviour while purchasing clothes are shaped by the 
roles they undertake in the specified areas. For instance, many women who attended the interview say that they try 
to buy qualified clothes on discount periods to be more economical for their family. Moreover in their social lives, 
working women choose clothes suitable with their jobs and housewives try to wear clothes that reflect and accord 
  
As mentioned before, this study is a pilot study. It is planned to be expanded by reaching a larger sample and 
using multiplicity qualitative methods together to produce more reliable results. Moreover, readings about women in 
Turkish culture and culture-specific patterns should be undertaken deeply. 
References 
Elliot, R. (1997). Existential consumption and irrational desire. European Journal of Marketing, 31, 285-296.  
Piacentini, M. & Mailer, G. (2004). Symbolic consumption in .Journal of Consumer Behavior, 3, 251-262.  
Fuat, A.F., Sherry, J. F., Jr., Venkatesh, A. (1994). Postmodernism marketing and the consumer. International Journal of Research in Marketing, 
11, 311-316. 
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry&research design. (2nd ed.).London:Sage Publications 
Khan, M. (2006). Consumer Behavior and Advertising Management. (1st ed.). New Delhi: New Age International 
, (1st  
Kotler, P. & Keller, K. L. (2012). Marketing Management, (14th ed.). Pearson Education Limited: England. 
Moneesha, P. (2002). Consumer Behaviour: a Literature Review. The Marketing Review, 2, 319-355. 
 
 
